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THE STUDY OF LOCAL HISTORY OVERSEAS 
[A. A. MORRISON, M.A.] 
(Read at the meeting of the Historical Society of 
Queensland on October 27, 1955) 
Before I present to you this account of my im-
pressions of the study of local history overseas, per-
haps I may be allowed to explain why it has been so 
long delayed. On my return I promised to dehver it 
in May, but then I discovered that discussions on this 
topic were to take place in Melbourne in August; hence 
it seemed to me better to delay until I had the oppor-
tunity to compare notes with others who also had ex-
perience abroad in this field. Although, as I hope to 
show later, I had been able to visit many centres de-
voted to the study of local history, the main purpose 
of my tour had been to assist the work in which I am 
engaged at the University, and this took me to almost 
forty Universities in England and North America. 
Thus I felt that I might well have missed something 
of importance in the local field, and as I was anxious 
to give you as complete a picture as possible, I hoped 
you would forgive the delay. But now I must procras-
tinate no further and proceed to my main themes. 
The first of these is the many advantages pos-
sessed by local historians in the countries which I 
visited, as compared with those working in similar 
fields in Australia. Of primary importance is the 
fact that there the local community has always pos-
sessed a far greater importance than here. In Eng-
land, for instance, the local communities not only pre-
ceded the state but were the basic framework upon 
which the whole central state was erected. Their roots 
run far back into the centuries, with the result that 
these areas have a wealth of tradition, a strong sense 
of continuity, and a pride of achievement. Thus each 
community has a strong historical consciousness, and 
this is by no means weakened by the fact that in some 
areas are still residing families, both high and lowly, 
whose ancestors first settled there centuries ago. 
In parts of the United States too something simi-
lar can be seen, though of course the traditions are 
not of such long standing as those of England. In 
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New England particularly, the work of settlement was 
successfully carried on by small bands of devoted men 
and women who had to combat for themselves a bitter 
and unknown climate, tremendous forests, hostile In-
dians, wild animals, and all the other dangers of a new 
and strange world. Each group was dependent en-
tirely upon its own resources. England was too far 
away, and the other mainland settlements were almost 
completely cut off from them. Hence each group de-
veloped a very strong sense of community and of pride 
in successful achievement. Each looked after its own 
affairs, organised its defence, its food, and its govern-
ment, and owed little to any central state. In fact, 
once again it was the local communities that provided 
the real basis of the State. As a result, the work of 
local historians is facilitated by the strength of local 
pride. In Canada, of course, one has only to refer to 
the French of Quebec to reveal the existence of a 
similar situation. 
But in Australia the position was very different. 
It is true that here much development was carried on 
by individuals, but they remained such, and expansion 
in the first half of the nineteenth century never 
reached the level of community effort attained else-
where. While difficulties of climate, geography, and 
aborigines were met, all of them were much less than 
those of New England, and no need existed for the 
same concentration of settlement as occurred over-
seas. Moreover pastoral expansion favoured disper-
sion rather than concentration. Finally—and this is 
fundamental—in Australia the state came first, and 
even when the advanced ground of the pastoral set-
tlers went beyond the decreed borders of settlement, the 
agents of the State were never far behind at that date. 
The State also came to be regarded as the bringer of 
gifts and its activities were often welcomed—in fact, 
from the beginning the story of the development of this 
country reveals a continuous demand for the acceptance 
of assistance from the central government. Even local 
affairs were left to the central administration: 
whereas in England and the United States the local 
community established its own government and in-
sisted upon maintaining it, here in Queensland few 
local communities accepted the offer of incorporation 
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contained in the early statutes, and local government 
was in force in very little of the colony until, under 
statutes of 1878 and 1879, the government compelled 
the estabhshment of municipal councils and divisional 
boards throughout the whole extent of Queensland. 
Something of these advantages is obvious even to 
the casual onlooker. Almost from the first sight of 
London, one must notice the many obvious signs of 
antiquity and age-long tradition; and as the traveller, 
even the casual tourist, expands his knowledge of the 
many and varied sights of the metropolis, his sense of 
the continuity of its development must ever grow 
deeper. A view even of the exterior of the famous 
Houses of Parliament, relatively new though they may 
be, conveys to anyone with any knowledge of the his-
tory of Britain and the Commonwealth an impression 
of the majesty of the whole institution of Parliament, 
and a tour of the building will vastly deepen that im-
pression. Few will miss the Tower of London, with 
its evidence of building as far back as the days when 
Rome ruled. You may perhaps say that these are part 
of the national history: that is so, but they are also an 
integral part of the story of London. Most travellers 
will wander further abroad to survey fresh landmarks, 
as Westminster Abbey, St. Paul's, Southwark, the 
Griffin at Temple Bar, and London Bridge. Probably 
they will go to see some of the events rich in story and 
sjrmbolism that are both part of the changing pan-
orama of London, and symbols of its continuity, for 
example, the changing of the guards at Buckingham 
Palace. Certainly no tourist who is in London at the 
time is wiUing to overlook the Lord Mayor's Show or 
the Trooping of the Colour. 
But these are only the greater sights; life is made 
up of the small things as well, and London is rich in 
these too. If you wish to follow in the footsteps of 
the great Dr. Johnson, you can still dine where he did, 
in the Cheshire Cheese, just off Fleet Street. If you 
desire to see a residential suburb of the nineteenth 
century, you can go down to Hampstead, still unspoilt 
by the tourist industry. The English inn is another 
old institution, and London is rich in these, with their 
storied signs still bravely flaunting themselves in the 
breeze, even if now somewhat begrimed with smog. 
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Or you may wish to see how retail trading was carried 
on: if so, visits to the street markets of Petticoat Lane 
will show not only the methods of the past, but the 
changes of modern times, for side by side operate the 
traditional street sellers and the newest sharpers. 
But London is not England, and every provincial 
town has its special characteristics. For instance, 
Cambridge is still the ahnost mediaeval university 
town, unspoilt by industry, and still retaining the tra-
ditional market place, important for centuries in the 
daily life of the community. As one approaches 
Oxford by the river its dreaming spires still cast their 
spell, but not far off stand the reeking smokestacks 
of the Nuffield works. In the town can be vividly seen 
both the quiet academic world and that of bustling 
business, the latter pressing ever more insistently on 
the former. Some towns like Manchester show the 
almost complete victory of the new industrial world, 
but others still remain undisturbed, and of these per-
haps, the finest is Bath, where one goes back two cen-
turies in time almost as soon as the city is entered. In 
fact, one can easily go much further in the past, for 
in the city are still to be found the great Roman baths. 
All these instances could be multiplied, but time is 
short, and, however many examples were given, the 
central fact will still remain the same—they all em-
phasise by their very outward appearance the contin-
uity of their development and their pride in their 
special character. 
In England one can never escape the past. Even 
when one is travelling through quiet country lanes, 
one's attention is frequently caught by such features 
as an ancient village church, a Tudor inn, or a seven-
teenth century farmhouse, some still in full repair, occu-
pation and use. In fact in some areas a house less than 
two hundred years old is regarded as new. One sees also 
evidence of the old crafts, alas now decreasing, such 
as thatched cottages, or stone walls enclosing pastur-
age or arable land. Perhaps one might be fortunate 
enough to see the great parish churches of East 
Anglia, now far too large for the needs of time, be-
cause industry has departed from the neighbourhood, 
or the magnificent but fortress-like Cathedral of Dur-
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ham, ample evidence in itself both of the spiritual 
vigour and the physical danger of the period during 
which it was constructed. 
Sometimes one's attention is specifically drawn to 
the historical importance of the site. Any one who has 
ever been in London knows at least some of the blue 
plaques erected by the London County Council to iden-
tify buildings with a storied past. But other interested 
bodies and individuals have also added their share; for 
example, on the walls of a brewery in Southwark ap-
pears an inscription locating the site of Shakespeare's 
Globe Theatre, and in other parts of the same area 
places dear to the heart of lovers of Charles Dickens 
are clearly identified. In varying degrees, other cities 
and towns have carried on the same tasks of identifi-
cation of spots intimately connected with their story. 
Perhaps, as in and around Hindhead in Surrey, it 
might be some murder or other foul deed; perhaps, as 
in Manchester, it may be a proud claim that when the 
first Elizabeth was crowned a building (now the Old 
Wellington Inn) was then over two hundred years old. 
But there are other inscriptions dating back centuries. 
I cannot resist quoting one memorial tablet in South-
wark Cathedral, erected to the memory of one Lyonell 
Lockyer, a quack doctor of the time of Charles II, who 
claimed that his remedies contained extracts from the 
sun's rays. 
"Here Lockyer lies interred, enough; his name 
Speakes and hath few competitors in fame: 
A name, soe Great, soe Generall ' t 'may scome 
Inscriptions which doe vulgar tombs adorne: 
A diminution 't'is to write in verse 
His Eulogies, which most men's mouths rehearse 
His virtues and his PILLS are soe well known. 
That envy can't confine them under stone. 
But they'll survive his dust and not expire 
Till all things else at th'universall fire. 
This verse is lost; his PILL embalmes him safe 
To future times without an Epitaph." 
In parts of the United States too, the evidences of 
the past are still to be seen. Boston, of course, is rich 
in memories of the early years, and numbers of the 
older buildings in Beacon Street still bespeak the 
glories of the city of the past, when the aristocrats 
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ruled. But other parts of the same city show how the 
new industrialisation has almost swamped the older 
culture. Still, the traditions do live, and many of the 
inhabitants of Beacon Street to this day maintain their 
old right to pasture a cow on Boston Common—though 
they never exercise it. Philadelphia is full of build-
ings intimately connected with the War of American 
Independence and the birth of the United States and of 
its constitution. In the heart of busy San Francisco is 
a sixteenth century mission, with parts of its altar 
brought from Spain itself. 
But one of the most interesting areas I visited was 
Charlottesville in Virginia. Although this was the 
home of three notable Presidents of the United States 
of America, Jefferson, Madison, and Monroe, it is the 
first of the three who dominates it. His home, Monti-
cello, rises from the crest of a hill on one side of the 
city and on another hill on the other side stands the 
University of Virginia, which he planned and whose 
buildings he designed. So interested was he in the 
progress of its construction that he had a telescope 
mounted at Monticello and trained on the University. 
It seems as if these two monuments to him hold the 
city in thrall: to this day he is spoken of with pride 
and affection as Mr. Jefferson, and so fresh is his 
memory kept that it becomes at times quite difficult 
to realise he has been dead for more than a century. 
Again intensive effort has been given to the task 
of locating and identifying important sites of the past, 
and one has not far to look for evidence of the pride 
that each community has in its inheritance. Moreover 
along the roads historical markers are frequent—in 
fact, it is often stated that they are so numerous on 
some roads that it is impossible to take cognisance of 
all of them, if one wishes to reach the end of the jour-
ney, with the result that few travellers stop to see any 
of them. Large numbers of excellent markers have 
been erected by the Federal Government, but the ac-
curacy of these sometimes is a little embarrassing, for 
at times they tend to draw attention to inaccurate 
statements erected by some local societies, particularly 
in the Lexington-Concord area, as was pointed out to 
me by a member of the staff at Harvard. 
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With such background it is natural to expect that 
considerable effort should be made to preserve and dis-
play the relics of the past in living form. Though 
the cost makes its extremely difficult if not impossible 
in England to preserve everything worthwhile belong-
ing to the past, much is being saved. One notable fea-
ture is the action of many of the great families of 
England in opening their homes to the public; even 
though at least part of the reason may be shortage of 
money, the result is to maintain in something of their 
former splendour those inheritances. Time will pre-
vent more than two examples being given, so I select 
first, Hatfield House, the seat of the Salisbury family. 
The park, the grounds, the state rooms, many of the 
historical treasures (including a pair of silk stockings 
owned by Queen Elizabeth I)—all of these may be seen 
on payment of a relatively nominal sum. If one is 
properly accredited, then the full resources of the 
Library may be used, a tremendous storehouse of 
material of both local and national import. One special 
feature of Hatfield is worth noting. The family rose 
from the ranks only in Tudor times, and it has never 
forgotten either its origins or its responsibility to care 
for its dependents; hence residents of Hatfield village 
are always admitted free to the park, which is re-
garded as the playground of the village. 
In Devonshire lies Chatsworth, home of the Dukes 
of Devonshire. A magnificent palace and remarkably 
well-planned and kept grounds now occupy a large area 
which once was bleak moorland. The family could no 
longer afford to maintain it as it deserved, so they 
removed to a much smaller house, and threw Chats-
worth open to the public. For a time it appeared that 
the whole of it would have to be sold, including its 
almost priceless library, but now, I believe, the Govern-
ment has agreed to take it over in lieu of death duties 
and keep it in all its magnificence. The administra-
tion is to be carried on by officers of the giant Victoria 
and Albert Museum, in Kensington, which also main-
tains on a similar basis Aspley House, the London 
home of the Duke of Wellington. 
The government also acts directly in such matters. 
For example, it maintains Hampton Court Palace; it 
takes responsibility for the great museums; and it 
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allows partial admission even to Windsor Castle and to 
the Mews at Buckingham Palace, where the ceremonial 
coaches may be seen and explained.* The National 
Trust, too, does its part towards preserving something 
of the nation's heritage and through its activities much 
has been saved from ruin and decay, including great 
houses, historic villages, and even beauty spots. Nor 
must one forget the work of many and varied com-
mittees for special projects, including church restora-
tion. But note that these are not isolated things: 
their number and variety present a many-sided picture. 
In the United States much has also been done for 
the preservation of important sites. In Boston one of 
the special tourist attractions is the Freedom Trail, 
once clearly marked out by arrows. By following 
these one can visit such places as the Old State 
House (now under the charge of the Massachusetts 
Historical Society), the site of the Boston Tea Party 
(now dry land), the North Church (from which Paul 
Revere gave warning of the coming of British troops), 
Paul Revere's home, and the Bunker's Hill Monument. 
The Old State House contains an interesting display of 
historical items and records, but practically no space in 
which to work. In Philadelphia very active steps have 
been taken to display the historic buildings to their 
best advantage. The Federal and State Governments 
have combined to establish the Independence National 
Historical Park: the important buildings are in the 
Federal Area, and the State of Pennsylvania is con-
structing a beautiful park called Independence Mall as 
an approach. 
Another area quite different in character is also 
preserved by the National Park Service, a Federal in-
strumentality. This is Jamestown, the site of the first 
successful British settlement on the mainland of North 
America. Practically no buildings or their ruins re-
main and certainly none from the earhest times. But 
some of their sites have been discovered and also many 
interesting relics, and these are preserved. When I 
visited it in company with some American historians, 
we all found it one of the most pleasant spots we had 
seen. 
I must not forget to refer to the work of the his-
torical societies and some municipal authorities in 
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seeking to preserve the visible record of the past. The 
Historical Museum of the City of New York had some 
enormously interesting displays varying from a collec-
tion of hundreds of dolls handed down from earlier 
periods to a display in maps, pictures, and printed texts 
of the rise and growth of Coney Island. The Historical 
Society of New York had a large and informative dis-
play of the growth of the port of New York. The 
Historical Society of Pennsylvania displayed very at-
tractive period furniture. New Haven Historical So-
ciety furniture and early machines, such as Whitney's 
cotton gin, and Wisconsin and Oregon Historical So-
cieties extensive panoramas of features peculiar to 
their own areas. Not one of them attempted to main-
tain one house furnished in one particular style or 
representative of only one period. 
But the United States has begun a new experi-
ment, the complete reconstruction of historic areas. 
Probably the best known of these is Colonial Williams-
burg, where Rockefeller money has been used to re-
create much of the town as it was in the days when it 
way the capital of British Virginia. Much research 
has been carried on to ensure that the same building 
techniques are employed, and even private houses have 
been reconstructed as part of the scheme. In the 
dwelhngs and business houses in the area that are open 
to the public all the attendants are in eighteenth cen-
tury dress; even the menus of the restaurants are in 
eighteenth century style. The result is impressive 
and interesting but it seemed to me faintly spurious. 
Evidently, I am not alone in this, for the "Manchester 
Guardian" of September 22, 1955, spoke of the "sham 
antiques of Williamsburg". Perhaps that is why I 
found so refreshing the realities of Jamestown, which 
is close by. 
With backgrounds such as these the development 
of a historical consciousness in the community is much 
facilitated. But another effect is to provide a multi-
plicity of local records which demand investigation. In 
England, for example, the parish was for long the 
basic centre of local government—in many ways it still 
is—and the parish church was the focus of local activ-
ity. Each church kept its own parish chest of records, 
and these have yielded treasure trove of all kinds— 
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one, for example, contained a day-to-day record of the 
progress of the Civil War kept by the parish clerk; 
others have produced sketches of the early growth of 
the area in which the church was situated. Moreover 
under feudalism the control of land fell into the hands 
of the great lords who kept voluminous records of their 
relations with their tenants. Thus the great homes 
and the manors often yield records of enormous im-
portance. 
Most towns have their own libraries and in the 
larger ones it is usual to find at least one special sec-
tion devoted to the history of the town and perhaps of 
the region in which the town is situated. Holborn has 
a very fine collection of maps and texts. Preston is 
perhaps of special interest to us, as the Central Library 
there is the successor to the Free Library, begun by a 
committee which included Charles Lilley. Here, too, 
is a most interesting collection relative to the history 
of the town. The Central Library at Sheffield not only 
has such a section, but has also taken over the Went-
worth Woodhouse collection of muniments, from one 
of the great houses of the neighbourhood. Manchester 
not only has set out separately its collection on local 
history, but in addition has a very fine set of Special 
Collections, and more than fifty thousand printed 
pamphlets belonging to the nineteenth century. 
Above these come the sets of official records. Each 
Town or City Corporation has its own achives, though 
not under that name. The County too was an im-
portant unit both of the local administration and of the 
governing system, and so the various counties have 
their own record offices. I had no time to visit any of 
these except the Lancaster County Record Office at 
Preston, but I heard of the collections existing else-
where. Of course, at the centre is the great collection 
of archival material in the Public Records Office, 
which must not be neglected in the search for local 
history. Nor must one forget the vast collection of 
manuscript and other material in the British Museum. 
These collections can be paralleled in the United 
States. Again, the importance of the local commun-
ities means that much of the material of local interest 
must be kept in its own area. But the search must not 
begin and end there, for each local area is but part of 
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the larger administrative area comprised in the State 
of which it forms a geographical part. Hence the 
State Archives are of importance, and considerable 
development has taken place in organizing these. Per-
haps the best are in the Western States such as 
Colorado and Oregon: in the East some States have a 
tendency to say that they should not be put to the ex-
pense of maintaining separate archives, as the Federal 
Government at Washington has devoted such an in-
tensive effort to the establishment of the National 
Archives. I wish I had time and space to give you 
some description of the organisation of the National 
Archives, with its eight subsidiary Federal Records 
Repositories in major cities throughout the land, but 
that would require a separate talk. In the records kept 
by this authority is much of local import: for example, 
the papers relative to administration of territories be-
fore they were raised to the rank of States. 
With all this historical background and the wealth 
of material available, it is not surprising that there 
has been considerable development of historical soci-
eties at all levels. In England numerous villages have 
their own such bodies, or else the work that would be 
performed by them is carried on by the village acting 
in community. At the town level the picture is much 
the same, and new societies are still being formed— 
only an urgent engagement prevented me from attend-
ing the meeting called for the formation of the Holborn 
Society. Counties have their record societies, and this 
society has received some of the journals of the body 
in Northamptonshire. Finally, we come to the Royal 
Historical Society which has its headquarters in Car-
lyle's House in Cheyne Walk, Chelsea. This body has 
been concerned rather more with national history than 
local, but some of its publications have been of con-
siderable value in the latter field. 
In U.S.A. the same general structure appears at 
the lower end of the scale, with innumerable village 
societies, as a glance at the Journal of the Oregon His-
torical Society will show. But despite the number, I 
am informed that many of these are languishing and 
considerable effort is required by the major body with 
which they are affiliated. Even the bodies formed to 
ensure the assembling for this purpose of historical 
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material in the smaller cities are having ^ome diffi-
culty in carrying on a full programme, for example the 
New Haven Historical Society. Above these come the 
giants which fall into two classes, those privately en-
dowed, and the State institutions. Of the first class, 
two which I visited, were New York and Pennsylvania. 
The former has a library of thirteen floors of stacks, 
the latter, in addition to its general library, a manu-
script collection of over four million items. But both 
of these are finding some financial difficulty, and, in 
addition, I was informed, they do not have regular 
meetings for the delivery of papers; they are rather 
institutions at which research may be carried on. The 
State Historical Societies such as Wisconsin seem to be 
more fortunately placed for finance, without any inter-
ference by the government in detailed administration, 
but sometimes they too have some trouble in carrying 
on regular meetings. 
You may have noticed that I have kept historical 
societies and archival authorities strictly separate. 
This was deliberate, for it is accepted in all overseas 
areas I visited that a historical society cannot become 
an archival authority and at the same time retain its 
character and its independence. This is inherent in the 
very character of archives. To make my point clear I 
shall quote first from some of the writings of Waldo 
Gifford Leland, who was one of the greatest figures in 
the campaign which led the U.S. Federal Government 
to take direct action in the establishment of archives, 
and selections from whose writings have recently been 
republished by the National Archives at Washing-
ton. O)-
'The archives of the nation are the entirety of 
the records produced by its governmental agencies 
in the transaction of the public business. The 
archives of any governmental office are the papers 
and documents officially produced by its agents, or 
received, in it, which serve to record the operations 
of the office and are destined to remain in it." 
Archival practice may vary a little from country 
to country, but the basic principle is the same every-
where. For example, when the First Archivist of the 
1. Archival Principles National Archives Staff Information Papers No. 20. 
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United States was explaining to Congress the functions 
of his Office, he quoted side by side, as identical in 
purport, both the American definition and that adopted 
by the Public Records Office in England, which is as 
follows: 
"Archives are Documents drawn up for the pur-
poses of, or used during, the conduct of affairs of 
any kind, of which they themselves formed a part, 
and subsequently preserved by the persons respon-
sible for the transactions in question, or their suc-
cessors, in their own custody for their own refer-
ence." 
Notice that this includes four elements. First, as 
the Guide to the Public Records states, "Archives are 
not Documents collected artificially like objects in a 
museum, but accumulating naturally in Offices for the 
practical purposes of Administration; the second is the 
fact that any Archive is potentially related closely to 
others, both inside and outside the group in which it 
is preserved and that its significance depends on these 
relations; the third is the fact that Archives are an 
actual part of the Administration which produced 
them; and the last is the fact of unbroken custody, a 
reasonable presumption of which is the differentia 
between a Document that is and one that is not an 
Archive." 
This being so, archives are public property. Le-
land states the situation clearly and concisely. 
"The archives are public property. Because of 
their nature they require especial safeguards. If 
lost or destroyed it is practically impossible to re-
place them. Constituting as they do a record of all 
the public acts they should remain always in public 
control—they should not be placed in the custody of 
private or only semi-public institutions. Their cus-
todian is an integral part of government and bears 
the same responsibility as the other parts of the 
governmental machinery." 
Nor are the State Historical Societies in U.S.A. 
accepted as integral parts of the governmental mach-
inery for the purpose. So definite is the acceptance of 
the proposition that only a government instrumentality 
can be in full control of all archival material, that legal 
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action against one of the major historical societies of 
America is contemplated in order to secure the trans-
ference to the proper authorities of certain archival 
material held by the Society. Our own Libraries Act 
includes a provision giving power to the State Librarian 
to demand the handing over of any such material. The 
inference is clear: if ever a historical society should 
be designated an archival authority it would lose its 
independence and become a government department. 
And what independent historical society would be able 
to bear the added financial burden ? 
This is not to say that all fields of collection are 
closed. Far from it, for a tremendous amount of ma-
terial exists that can be described as historical records 
that are not archival in character. A great task still 
awaits the societies in the collection, classification and 
indexing of this material, as is being done by Pennsyl-
vania and New York, and in recent years by this So-
ciety on a smaller scale. At times, even special publi-
cation of some rescued material may be warranted. 
The societies still have an extensive field in which to 
work, and one which will severely test their resources, 
including^ their finances. 
Indeed the societies have already made a consider-
able contribution to the store of historical knowledge. 
In England alone the transactions of the various so-
cieties have now reached a total of more than a thous-
and volumes, and this takes no account of monographs 
produced for special occasions. In addition the num-
erous guide books all contain much that is historical 
and to these many societies have contributed. A valu-
able contribution has been made by the University of 
London which has published approximately a hundred 
volumes of the monumental "Victoria County His-
tories", and the series is still being continued. I should 
not dare to hazard even a guess at the number of publi-
cations in the U.S.A. but it must be very considerable, 
probably much greater even than the English total. 
Thus it seems that the societies have done a very valu-
able work indeed in preserving for posterity so much 
of the record of the past. 
But before the contribution can be properly as-
sessed an examination must be made of the output, 
both in regard to content and quality. Complaints are 
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now being made that surveys of the content are reveal-
ing a considerable lack of balance in it. Perhaps be-
cause of the very advantages we saw earlier, perhaps 
especially because of the visible evidences of antiquity, 
much the greater part of this publication has been 
concerned with the very early period, with little atten-
tion given to the later years, when the newer demands 
of the modem world were making vast changes in so-
ciety. Far too much attention has been paid to selected 
individuals, without due regard to the society of 
which they formed a part. Had a representative 
choice been made of the various types in that society, 
then a better picture could have been obtained, but in 
general the selection has been made from a very limited 
group almost deified by the name of the "pioneers". 
Thus it is often very difficult to obtain even from the 
mass of published material available an adequate pic-
ture of the development of the local community of 
which all these individuals formed a part, however dis-
tinguished they may have been. In addition many of 
the writings are full of the clanking of the parish 
pump: even when they chronicle all the events taking 
place in the area with which they are concerned, they 
show little or no appreciation of the fact that those 
events were but particular manifestations of circum-
stances that were affecting many other areas as well, 
sometimes in similar, sometimes in different, ways. 
Moreover, much is to be found that can be de-
scribed only in the words of R. G. Collingwood ^^^ as 
"scissors and paste" history. Briefly, the method used 
in these works is the lifting of large slabs of material 
from sources which are not always checked—nor al-
ways acknowledged—and their assembling in a sort of 
crazy paving. No attempt is made to assess the real 
significance of the extracts, nor to examine their 
authenticity. Frequently, too, the method is highly 
selective, involving the choice of only those portions 
which support a particular idea and the complete re-
jection of passages which do not fit in with the pre-
conceived pattern. I do not claim that it is to be found 
only among non-professional historians, for university 
men have sinned in the same fashion, but it is far more 
obvious and far worse in the field which I am discus-
2. "The Idea of History", 1946, pp. 257 (et seq.) . 
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sing. We are not without the fault here in Australia: 
in fact, a recent reviewer (3) j^^g claimed that the posi-
tion is probably better overseas. 
All this is of particular importance today because 
of the new trends observable in historical writing. For 
some time now historians have been looking far beyond 
the bounds of what interested their predecessors of the 
nineteenth century and increasing attention has been 
paid to economic, social and cultural aspects. With 
this, though not in the same degree, has come a de-
mand for the development of new kinds of historical 
synthesis. But at the same time has come the realiza-
tion that much of the background material necessary 
for the successful completion of this process is not 
available. Universities are beginning to realize not 
only that in the past they have paid far too much at-
tention to the exclusively political aspects of history, 
but also that even in that field much more detailed 
local work is necessary. For example the writer ("^^ of 
a recent work on "Politics in the Age of Peel"^^^ has 
drawn attention to the need for intensive study of this 
topic at the local level, before a final picture can be 
presented. Considerable interest has developed in 
urban history, typical of this development being the 
establishment in 1919 of the Swedish Institute of 
Urban History, with very important results in that 
country, which is perhaps the farthest advanced in 
that study ^^ ^ In England too, some interest has 
turned in that direction, for it has been realized that 
not one of the major towns of that country has a fully 
adequate history of its development. 
Such trends as these mean that a new and very 
vital interest in local history has arisen, and the whole 
field is beginning to come under thorough examination. 
Increased emphasis is being placed on the need for ac-
curate and complete factual information. This in-
volves first of all the thorough listing and indexing of 
all available source of material not only to make it 
fully available to the researcher but also to reveal 
.'i. Geoffrey B la incy : "Sc i s sors and Pas te in Local H i s t o r y " , Review Article in 
Historical Studies, November 1954, p . .3.39. 
4. Norman Gash. 
5. Longmans . 19r>:!. 
6. Folkp L i n d b e r g : "Organ i s ing Research in Urban H i s t o r y " , Minnesota History, 
repr in ted by Siyiial Sc ience Research Cent re , Univers i ty of Minneso ta . 
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clearly what gaps exist in the records and thus to urge 
on the search for the missing material. All the avail-
able published material must be checked against these 
records to determine its correctness and completeness. 
Finally, teamwork must be employed, especially in such 
projects as urban history. By this I do not mean 
simply that different persons should be entrusted with 
the special topics in line with their own interests; I 
mean a full and complete partnership in which the 
authors meet regularly to report progress and discuss 
their material in the light of the discoveries and ten-
tative conclusions of their partners. This is the only 
way of bringing about a complete awareness that all 
are approaching identical material from different 
angles. This is the only way to ensure that the final 
product is consistent, that each section is fully inte-
grated into the others, and that the end result may 
present a complete picture of the organisation and life 
of the community being prescribed. 
In these processes the activities of the universities 
have been steadily increasing. Although in the past 
these institutions were dominated by the study of 
political history, many staff members have freely given 
their time to the encouragement of the study of local 
history. Whenever one investigates the early history 
of most of the major societies, one finds that members 
of university staffs have not only urged on the move-
ment but have taken active parts both in the prelimin-
ary establishment of the societies and in the later ad-
ministrative work. Sometimes it was at the cost of 
very considerable pressure on their own time, for the 
staffing of universities was not always on as generous 
a scale as it is today. I am sure I need not remind you 
of the assistance given to this society by such men as 
the late Professors Melbourne, Cumbrae-Stewart and 
Alcock. In some instances the societies have even been 
kept in close physical contact with the universities: for 
instance, the State Historical Society of Wisconsin is 
housed in a large building on the campus of the huge 
University of Wisconsin. 
Members of university staffs have also assisted by 
example in the presentation of papers before societies. 
While some of these no doubt may be open to the 
charge that they are concerned entirely with political 
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history, they do set out both to show the background 
into which local problems have to be fitted, and also to 
reveal how the trained investigator approaches the 
problem whose answer he is seeking to discover. In 
addition special methods of approach have been sug-
gested. Probably the most notable among these was 
contained in the address given by Frederick Jackson 
Turner in 1893 to the Wisconsin Historical Society, 
when he put forward his now famous Frontier Theory 
of History, which altered almost the whole approach to 
American history by national historians. To empha-
size this point more clearly, allow me to refer to the 
advice given in the beginning by Dr. Melbourne, and 
the continued insistence by Professor Alcock, that the 
locality could be seen only in the correct light when 
viewed in the background of the whole. I like to think 
that in my own small way I have helped, for in my first 
Presidential Address to you I insisted on the need for 
the interrelation of areas and industries, and the need 
to keep before ourselves the picture of our own topics 
as the part of a larger whole. ^^^ 
But now the universities are playing a much 
larger and more direct part, urged on by the realization 
of the need for improved local history. One decisive 
factor has been the huge increase in the size of both 
university staffs and of the student body, for these 
have not only made available much more precious time 
to staff members, but also provided a large and in-
creasing number of students seeking training in the 
correct methods and practice of historical research. In 
many cases these are being put to use in the local field. 
The position is summed up briefly by Christopher B. 
Coleman, of the Indiana Historical Bureau :^ )^ 
"For (students) local history is an excellent, but 
too little used, introduction to the whole field of his-
tory. It affords contact with original, primary 
sources of information, it calls for exploration and 
discovery in untrodden areas, and it prevents the 
misconception that history is something already 
written in books. For teachers it affords the oppor-
tunity also of putting scientific training to the ser-
7. Journal of the Historical Society of Queensland, Vol. IV, No. 2, p . 139. 
8. Local History (Social Science Research Council, New York) , p . IX. 
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vice of the community and of avoiding the endless 
repetition of stale information." 
Moreover, some of the smaller universities and 
colleges, without the tremendous library facilities of 
institutions such as Oxford, Yale, or Harvard, are 
adopting the view that local history is the field where 
they can make their own distinctive contributions to 
the world of knowledge. Such an instance is provided 
by Leicester, where Professor Jack Simmons has since 
1948 been steadily emphasising that side of historical 
study ^ >^. London University too, has, I believe, de-
cided to make an even more direct contribution than its 
older project of the "Victoria County Histories", 
monumental though that is. 
At this point is seems desirable to insert some 
examples of how this new movement is manifesting 
itself in Australia. The University of New England, 
even before it attained full status, had made a very 
direct contribution with its short mining histories ^ ^^ ^ 
which reveal clearly how even the smallest of authentic 
reports can be assembled to produce a coherent and 
accurate picture. Other universities too have produced 
some important surveys of local areas. Great activity 
is developing in the field of records. The history De-
partment in the University of Melbourne is now regu-
larly sending parties of staff and students in search of 
lost records, both official and private, and good results 
are being achieved. But probably the greatest advance 
is in the listing of records available to historians. First 
came the publication by Melbourne of a list of Victorian 
Historical Records, then a pilot study of Western Aus-
tralian Records by Dr. F. K. Crowley of Western Aus-
tralia, followed up in 1953 by his large study, "The 
Records of Western Australia", Vol. 1 In Queensland 
some preliminary work has been carried on by the Uni-
versity, and soon a big advance is to be made. On the 
initiative of the Oxley Library Advisory Committee, 
the Library Board of Queensland, with a specific gov-
ernment grant of £3,200 for the purpose, has under-
taken the project of a complete listing of all historical 
material held in Queensland, both primary and sec-
9. Parish and Empire, London, Collins, 1952. 
10. V. P. Belahaw and L. Jackson: "Gold Mining Around Armidale," 1950, New 
England University College Regional Research Monograph, No. 1. 
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ondary, the work to be performed by myself and Mr. 
R. B. Joyce, also of the University. 
But the universities do not desire to take over the 
whole field of local history. They realise that the 
local society and its members are in the advantageous 
position of being bound to that study by ties of local 
knowledge and understanding, which must be of assist-
ance in interpretation. What the universities are 
seeking is simply improved efficiency to meet chang-
ing circumstances and they are willing and indeed 
anxious to assist societies which are striving to satisfy 
the new needs. Assistance offered is of two kinds— 
example and piecept. I have already mentioned the 
New England mining histories as excellent models. In 
England the new emphasis on urban history has 
already produced a two volume history of Birmingham 
by Conrad Gill and Asa Briggs, and the. first section of 
a history of Leicester, by A. Temple Patterson, this vol-
ume being entitled "Radical Leicester". At the Uni-
versity of Chicago, Bessie Pearce is now working on 
the third volume of that city. Here in Queensland the 
University is also playing its part, for it has been com-
missioned by the Brisbane City Council to prepare a 
centenary history of municipal government in Bris-
bane, showing the gradual development of the city 
government in the broad background of city develop-
ment. But what might be the most notable piece of 
work to emerge is now in process in Wisconsin, where 
Merle Curti, a Pulitzer Prize winner, has been en-
gaged for some time with a team of helpers in making 
a detailed study of one small county in that State. 
While the work is not yet complete, it has already 
aroused keen interest and received high praise from 
those close to Professor Curti, including many special-
ists from fields such as geography and sociology. 
As well as example, the universities are providing 
advice. In Australia recently appeared an extensive 
review article which set out briefly both the new 
method of approach through teamwork and at the 
same time gave valuable counsel to the non-profes-
sional historian upon methods. But for the most com-
prehensive work on that subject, again it is necessary 
to go to the United States of America. The Social 
Science Research Council first arranged a series of 
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conferences which resulted in the appointment of a 
Committee on the Guide for the Study of Local His-
tory, this body including a number of the most dis-
tinguished historians of America. A rnanuscript pre-
pared on the subject was thoroughly examined and re-
vised by the Committee, which also sought additional 
advice from other historians. The end result was the 
pubHcation "Local History—How to Gather It, Write 
It, and Publish It," by Donald Dean Parker, revised 
and edited by Bertha C. Josephson for the Committee 
on the Guide for Study of Local History. 
Thus every effort is being made to assist and to 
encourage the development of local effort. Allow me 
once again to quote Christopher B. Coleman: 
"To men and women not connected profession-
ally with schools, it (local history) presents an ex-
cellent field for the exercise of a lively intellectual 
curiosity, and provides a safeguard against the 
leadership of ignorance: it gives the individual, 
humble or noted, a place in the development of 
knowledge and wisdom." 
But that local history cannot be written by looking 
only at the purely local scene. In the words of another 
historian, it is "the absence of a feeling for general 
historical results, on the part of workers in the local 
field, which makes so much local history work com-
paratively barren". 
These then are the challenges facing the historical 
societies, who alone can determine what answers will 
be given. 
